KENNETH LIPARTITO
Fifty years ago, on a chilly twenty-seventh of February 1954, in Evanston, Illinois, the first meeting of the Business History Conference was held. Now, at the half century point, the discipline is experiencing a renaissance. If not a rebirth, it is enjoying a moment of intellectual ferment perhaps never seen before. I am pleased to have the opportunity to take over the editorship of Enterprise & Society at such a moment.
In the past decade, the Business History Conference has doubled its membership and even more impressively has increased its international reach and diversity. Topics already engaged in this journal and at recent annual meetings range from automation in the postWorld War II automobile industry to the marketing and commodification of the Afro hairstyle in the 1960s; from the financial implications of the South Sea Bubble to the emergence of management consulting. Masculinity and management, female entrepreneurs and financial markets-all now are grist for the business history mill. The geographical scope of the field has similarly broadened, with authors addressing the history of business from Norway to Nigeria, Argentina to Korea, Siberia to Silicon Valley. The next issue of Enterprise & Society, in fact, will be devoted to the history of business in Latin America. The field always has enjoyed a close relationship with economics, and has used and contributed to literatures on transactions costs, principal-agent theory, and evolutionary economics, among others. Now it also borrows from and contributes to discourses in cultural studies, sociology, political science, anthropology, and literary theory.
Chronologically, business history still hews closely to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but articles published in The current issue of Enterprise & Society is, I believe, typical of what the future holds. Within, the reader will find one article performing a semiotic analysis of chewing gum advertisements, and another using economic theory to conduct a strategic analysis of a small, specialized French film production company. One contribution gives us a micro-level case study of the political economy of railroad building in the American South, while another takes us into the politics of the concession system in the age of European colonialism. Readers of this issue will move from rural, upcountry South Carolina, to Canada, France, and Egypt. Key texts cited in these articles include the classic work of Alfred Chandler on the large corporation, and the new model of specialized firms presented by Philip Scranton, as well as some texts by names not usually associated with business history, such as Roland Barthes.
Diversity of topic, method, and theory is, like all diversity, often a good thing in itself. But the new departures in the field are more than simply an intellectual fad. They reflect, I believe, a growing consensus among scholars in history and other fields that business itself is an enormous social phenomenon that deserves attention from many angles. To faculty in business schools, of course, this comes as no surprise; but business history always has sought to speak both to those who teach practical skills to business practitioners and to scholars who seek to understand society. As such, the field needs an approach as broad gauged as possible.
We live at a time when business as an institution is nearly impossible to ignore. It stands at the center of discussions about innovation and economic growth, jobs and wealth creation. It is scrutinized as an actor in politics, family life, race, and culture. Businesses meet far more than basic human needs. They market the means of health and beauty; they supply information and knowledge; they construct and sell leisure time experiences. By one estimate there are as many new businesses started in the United States each year as there are births or marriages; worldwide, perhaps 460 million people may currently be starting or managing their own firms. 1 Sometimes the presence of business is perceived easily, as through the symbols of the stock market that measure company performance, or in the omnipresent logos of the largest global corporations. Sometimes it is easy to infer, by the numbers of people whose careers and livelihoods are directly tied to their employment by business firms. But these indicators do not capture the full scope of the social life of business. Far from it. Much work needs to be done on the context and meaning of all this business activity, to understand why it is undertaken and how it is practiced in different times and places, and to see what significance it holds for those who do it and the societies affected by it. Like all good history, business history can speak to the present, and speak in ways that no other discipline can. It can help us understand the context and chronology, and it can reveal the origins and trajectory, it can delineate the scope and meaning of-to paraphrase Alfred Marshall-the story of people engaged, quite literally, in "the ordinary business of life."
